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Malaysia has been affected by the haze for many years now. The haze pollution is mainly caused by 
forest fires ignited by both small farmers and large plantations that use the “slash and burn” 
method to clear land for oil palm, rubber and plantation forestry. Although many inter-
governmental meetings have been held over the past decades, the haze pollution problem has not 
been resolved. This paper employed a qualitative approach to explore the moral dimensions of the 
haze problem as perceived by business undergraduates in a Malaysian public university. The moral 
sentiments of the respondents were analyzed and categorized into several main themes namely the 
moral principles of human rights, utilitarianism, ethics of care, justice, religion and virtue ethics. 
The perceptions on the moral dimension of the haze issue as highlighted in this paper is a novel 
approach in the analysis of the haze crisis. To the best of the author's knowledge, there is little if at 
all any literature in academic journals on the ethical violations of perpetrators of the haze crisis in 
South East Asia. 
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INTRODUCTION  
Since the 1990s, Malaysia has been affected by recurrence of the haze (Malaysia, 2018). While 
the fires that caused the haze are mainly located in Indonesia, companies from Malaysia and 
Singapore with investment interests in Indonesia are reportedly linked to the activity. As such, 
governments of countries affected by the haze blame each other for causing the smog. The 
attribution of blame and displacement of responsibility is a form of moral disengagement 
(Bandura, 1999). The purpose of this paper is to highlight the haze crisis as an ethical issue to 
underscore the need for more urgent and impactful response to the problem (Rest, 1986). 
To the best of the author's knowledge, there is scant if any literature in academic journals on the 
ethical violations of perpetrators of the haze crisis in South East Asia. 
 
METHODOLOGY  
The research instrument was a survey questionnaire containing open-ended questions. Forty-
eight (48) completed were obtained from business undergraduates at a public university in 
Malaysia which specializes in  
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Table 1: Respondents‟ profile (N = 48) 
 
 
Classification  Number Percentage (%) 
Gender Female 36 75.0 
 Male 12 25.0 
    
Program B.Acct.(Hons) 13 27.1 
 B.Fin(Hons) 8 16.7 
 B.Banking(Hons) 6 12.5 
 BBA(Hons) 6 12.5 
 B.POM (Hons.) 5 10.4 
 BBA(Log.&Tpt.)(Hons) 3 6.3 
 B.Mktg.(Hons) 2 4.2 
 BIBM(Hons) 2 4.2 
 B.Ent.(Hons) 1 2.1 
 BIFB(Hons) 1 2.1 
 BMA(Hons) 1 2.1 
    
Semester No Third 2 4.2 
 Fourth 2 4.2 
 Fifth 41 85.4 
 Sixth 1 2.1 
 Seventh 2 4.2 
 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  
 
The data to the open ended survey questions were reviewed manually and analyzed using NVivo, 
a qualitative data analysis computer software (QDAS). Six major themes emerged from the 
qualitative data. They are ethical issues based on violations of six identified ethical principles, 
namely utilitarianism, justice, human rights, care ethics, virtue ethics and religious moral 
principles.  
a. Utilitarianism  
A common theme in the respondent‟s comments is with regards to the benefits and cost of the 
haze, particulary the immense negative consequences to society. While those who practiced the 
slash and burn activities have created some marginal benefits for themselves in terms of  reduced 
the cost of land clearing and increased soil fertility, they has imposed huge costs and sufferings 
to other parties including haze victims, national economy, environment, flora and fauna as well 
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as posssibly accelerating global climate change. Some illustrative quotes from respondents in 
relation to this theme are presented below: 
 
“...Haze problem imposed a high cost to the country and communities...Government need to 
spend money for cloud seeding to control the situation... Huge negative impacts on human 
health... People are getting sick and dying. Many have contracted respiratory illnesses. 
Respiratory infections, stroke, lung disease and even lung cancer...” 
 
“...plantation and forestry companies do not think about the extent to which their actions affect 
other people...”   
 
“...Critically harm the Earth. Destroyed the environment and cause long-term harm to all 
species not only humans... destroyed the ecosystem and endangered our planet... causing global 
warning...even more wrong when they burn down the forests for their own benefits and cause 
many other innocent people to suffer...” 
 
“...Caused harm to economy. Flights are cancelled and schools are closed. Money wasted to buy 
air filters and masks to protect ourselves...have to waste needed funds to treat people who suffer 
illness due to haze...” 
 
The above moral violations are related to the  utilitarian moral principle which holds that actions 
and policies should be evaluated on the basis of the benefits and costs they will impose on 
society (Lyons, 2015). Its core idea is that whether actions are morally right or wrong depend on 
their effects and consequences. Those responsible for the haze crisis have violated the utilitarian 
moral principle as the cost, pain, sufferings and other negative effects of the haze far exceeds the 
benefits gained. 
b. Justice and Fairness 
Another common theme of the respondent‟s comments concerns the moral issue of fairness in 
terms of punishment, compensation as well as the distribution of benefits and burdens. Some 
examples of quotes from respondents in relation to this theme are presented below: 
 “...Parties that caused the haze were not punished... It is an injustice to the victims. Many of the 
people that cause the haze are caught and brought to court to be trialed and punished...” 
 
“...Punishments are not proportionate to the offence...Those caught got very light punishment 
compared to the seriousness of the offence. They have destroyed the environment and caused 
deaths...They should be brought to the court for further punishments...” 
 
“...Benefits and burdens are not distributed fairly...While the parties who caused the haze 
enjoying the profit and benefits, victims of the haze are badly affected...” 
 
 “...Victims did not get compensation especially families of victims who died due to the haze 
should get compensation for what happen to them. They need money for funeral expenses...” 
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“...Victims who are sick need money for medical treatment. Workers who are unable to work due 
to haze must be compensated for loss of livelihood...” 
“...Many businesses are affected. Economic activities slowed because of the haze. Flights are 
cancelled or delayed…Even ships carrying goods for import and export...” 
 
The above moral sentiments are a reflection of violations of principle justice and fairness.  The 
sub-categories of the principles of justice covered by the respondents include the notions of 
retributive justice which concerns just imposition of penalties (Wenzel & Okimoto, 2016), 
distributive justice which concerns the fair distribution of benefits and burdens (Lamont, 2017) 
as well as compensatory justice which requires fair compensation to victims affected by 
wrongdoings (M. Velasquez, 2015).    
c. Moral Rights  
The issue of moral rights is another frequent theme found in the respondent‟s comments 
concerning ethical wrongdoing in relation to the haze problem. Some examples of quotes from 
respondents in relation to this theme are presented below: 
 
 “...People are entitled to clean air and water. During the haze these essentials are denied...” 
“...Haze violated human right to life. This is because the haze lead to death...” 
 
“...All humans deserve to live in a healthy environment with clean air, water, pollution free 
environment...” 
 
“...Violated people‟s way of life… affected our quality of life. We cannot do our usual activities... 
We cannot go outdoors to exercise and keep a healthy life...Have to reschedule activities when 
pollution is high. Make us very stressed. Affects our emotional and mental health...” 
 
“...Prevented us from carry out our daily activities and caused a lot of inconvenience. For 
example, we need to wear masks, we can't go outdoor, we can't enjoy the beautiful scenery, 
driving and air travel is dangerous. We are trapped indoors...” 
 
“...A fundamental human right is the right not to be tortured... The people who caused the haze 
have tortured other people in terms of health...not respecting the rights of people to breathe 
clean air...” 
 
The moral doctrine of human rights aims at identifying the fundamental prerequisites for each 
human being to be able to lead a minimally good life (Donnelly, 2019). According to United 
Nations Environment Program (UNEP), all humans have the right to a safe, healthy and 
ecologically-balanced environment. The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
have identified thirty (30) basic human rights (Dragu, 2013). Those responsible for the haze has 
violated several fundamental human rights, as mentioned by the respondents, such as the rights 
to life, freedom to move and free of torture.  
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d. Ethics of Care  
Some respondents cited the lack of care by the haze perpetrators. The uncaring attitude towards 
on the effects of the haze is an ethical issue as it violates the ethics of care, a relatively recent 
moral theory advanced by female ethicists. The following comments illustrate this category of 
moral violations:     
 “...The irresponsible parties who caused the haze do not care about effect of their actions on the 
relationships with neighboring countries… and threatens harmony” 
 
“...Do not care about people in their community. Do not care about the views of others...do not 
allow people to voice their opinions…” 
 
 “...They not care about humans and nature...does not care about flora and fauna…” 
 
 “...They do not care about the environment as long as they can maximize profits…” 
 
“...The offenders do not consider the other human and non-human being with care…” 
 
“...Do not care how future generations will be affected…” 
 
“...Citizen have to rely on government to act and protect us but the government is not taking 
enough action and does not show enough care ... The haze situation becomes worse from year to 
year…” 
 
The moral sentiments as illustrated by the above quotes are related to another normative ethical 
theory known as the ethics of care or care ethics. Ethics of care moral principle emphasizes on 
preserving and nurturing concrete valuable relationships (Held, 2006). The ethics of care 
perspective is starkly different when compared to other ethical theories. It is one of a cluster of 
newer normative ethical theories that were developed by female ethicists in the second half of 
the twentieth century. The haze crisis is an ethical issue as it demonstrates the lack of care of the 
perpetrators towards those with whom they have valuable and close relationships namely their 
workers, the people in their community and their neighboring countries.   
e. Virtue Ethics 
Many respondents also cited that the haze crisis is unethical as it mirrors the bad character or 
vices of its perpetrators.  Some illustrative quotes from respondents in relation to this theme are 
presented below: 
 
 “...Those who engaged in open burning or slash-and-burn causing the haze show their bad 
character and vices. They are selfish, unethical, self-centered, reckless, dishonest...” 
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“...The parties that caused haze see themselves as superior and invincible as compared to other 
individuals and living beings on the planet. They are so arrogant and show no repentantance. 
They do this year after year for decades...” 
 
“...Haze crisis is caused by the greed of several parties who choose to do slash and burn to 
maximize profit... However their greed caused misery to others...they are insensitive and have no 
empathy for the sufferings of others...” 
 
“...A virtuous person would not cause harm people and sufferings to other humans. It is 
cruel....” 
 
The above quotes reflect moral sentiments which are in line with the concept of moral virtues or 
character ethics (Hursthouse, 1999). Virtue ethics are person rather than action based. Virtue 
ethics emphasizes an individual's character as the key element of ethical thinking, rather than 
rules about the acts themselves or their consequences. A virtue is a positive trait or quality 
deemed to be morally good and thus is valued as a foundation of principle and good moral being. 
It looks at the virtue or moral character of the person carrying out an action, rather than at ethical 
duties and rules, or the consequences of particular actions. The haze crisis is an ethical issue as 
perpetrators of the haze are perceived as greedy, selfish, unethical, self-centered, reckless, 
dishonest and arrogant.  
f. Religion  
Many respondents also view the haze crisis as  a violation of their religious teachings. The 
following quotes from respondents support this theme: 
 
“...God almighty is the creator of everything in this entire life and in this whole huge limitless 
universe. He granted us plenty of gifts and blessings in our life, some we are conscious of, some 
we are not...it is natural when someone gives you a gift, you to take  good care of it and be 
thankful ... The parties, who are involved in these forests burning disasters are not being even a 
bit grateful nor take care of what God has created for us such as trees, clean air, clean water, 
fish, birds, flowers, rivers, mountains...”  
 
“...My religion prohibits doing things that can harm ourselves, flora and fauna... Burning trees 
show they do not appreciate the nature given by Allah...”  
 
“...In Islam it is important to not harm others...” 
 
“...Not only for Islam, other religious also forbid us from harming human and nature. ...the haze 
will cause many problems to nature and humans... The haze makes us feel sick... Haze cause 
damage to flora and fauna...” 
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“...God had created such wonderful and peaceful world for human beings. Humans have the 
duty and responsibility to take care of the environment...” 
 
“...Humans have religious obligations to care for creatures on Earth... Pollution destroys God‟s 
creations...” 
 
“...God forbids his creations to harm or do harm to others. The haze is wrong because it has so 
much misery and suffering to people and the environment...they disobeyed God... This is very 
contrary to the teachings of all religions...” 
 
Modern monotheistic religions, such as Islam, Judaism, Christianity define right and wrong by 
the laws and rules set forth by their respective gods and as interpreted by religious leaders within 
the respective faith. All the religions of the world have traditionally expressed some ethical 
concern for the environment and its creatures (Gottlieb, 2003). All faiths around the world share 
a common ethic based on harmony with nature. All religions require individuals not to cause 
injury to another person and the environment. 
CONCLUSION  
 
This paper contributes to the literature by presenting a different way to think about the haze crisis 
and highlighted ethical violations from the perspectives of reason based moral theories such as 
human rights, utilitarianism, ethics of care, justice, religion and virtue ethics as well as faith or 
religion based moral principles. Violations of faith and reason based moral principles underscore 
the importance to view the haze problem as a moral or ethical issue that requires urgent moral 
actions.  
 
According to Velasquez(2013), recognizing and framing a situation as an ethical situation is an 
important first step leading towards ethical behavior in resolving the haze crisis. Following the 
recognition of the haze crisis as a moral situation, the next steps involve judging the ethical 
course of action, deciding to do the ethical course of action and carrying out the ethical decision 
(M. G. Velasquez, 2013). In line with the four steps leading to ethical behavior framework, 
further research could study the moral actions required to resolve the haze crisis. 
 
REFERENCES 
Bandura, A. (1999). Moral disengagement in the perpetration of inhumanities. Personality and 
social psychology review, 3(3), 193-209.  
Culprits, I. (2018). 11 Indonesia‟s Fires in the 21st Century: Causes. Pollution Across Borders: 
Transboundary Fire, Smoke And Haze In Southeast Asia, 121.  
THE NATIONAL CONFERENCE ON LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 2019 (NCLGD2019) 
25-26 NOVEMBER 2019, UNIVERSITI UTARA MALAYSIA  
   
209 
 
Donnelly, J. (2019). The concept of human rights: Routledge. 
Dragu, I.-M. (2013). United Nations universal declaration of human rights. Encyclopedia of 
Corporate Social Responsibility, 2632-2638.  
Gottlieb, R. S. (2003). This sacred earth: Religion, nature, environment: Routledge. 
Held, V. (2006). The ethics of care: Personal, political, and global: Oxford University Press on 
Demand. 
Hursthouse, R. (1999). On virtue ethics: OUP Oxford. 
Lamont, J. (2017). Distributive justice: Routledge. 
Lyons, D. (2015). Utilitarianism. Wiley Encyclopedia of Management, 1-4.  
Malaysia, D. o. E. (2018). Chronology of Haze Episodes In Malaysia.  Retrieved from 
http://www.doe.gov.my/portalv1/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Chronology-of-Haze-
Episodes-in-Malaysia.pdf 
Rest, J. R. (1986). Moral development: Advances in research and theory.  
Velasquez, M. (2015). Compensatory Justice. Wiley Encyclopedia of Management, 1-1.  
Velasquez, M. G. (2013). Business Ethics: Concepts and Cases: Pearson Education Limited. 
Wenzel, M., & Okimoto, T. G. (2016). Retributive justice. In Handbook of social justice theory 
and research (pp. 237-256): Springer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
